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Foreword

“Get a goat,” they said. “Goats are easy!”

Before you take that advice, ask your adviser if they have ever kept goats. Chances are, they haven’t, and they’re repeating what they’ve heard from other people who have never kept goats.

“Goats can eat anything,” they say.

“Goats pretty much care for themselves,” they say.

Before you buy that first goat, read up on what goats specifically need, because the truth is that they can die from eating too much of the healthiest goat food in the world.

Longtime goat owners will attest to how goats have specific fencing needs and feed requirements. They’ll tell you how goats must have certain minerals, which may not be available in your local soil to transfer through forage. Or that a female nubian will scream all night as if she’s in mortal danger, when all she wants is to meet a nice buck.

This isn’t to discourage you from buying that goat (or goats, because they should never be kept alone), but to encourage you to educate yourself first. Or, if you’ve recently found yourself the first-time owner of a goat, educate yourself fast. Start with feed and shelter, then go from there.

Janet Garman, a longtime farmer and goat-owner, has written for internationally recognized agricultural magazines for years. With followers in the tens-of-thousands, she provides valuable information and advice through her Facebook page, blog, books, and the articles she writes for outside publications. In these pages, Janet goes over and beyond dairy goats to talk about fiber goats like pygoras, raising goats for meat, and even goat milk and cheese.

Do-it-yourself projects are a must for self-sufficiency, and Janet has a wealth of them to share. What do you do when a doe rejects her baby, and the feed store is a hundred miles away . . . and closed for the weekend? How can you prevent worms and handle bloat with no access to an on-call veterinarian? And do you have to pay someone to trim your goat’s hooves, or can you do it yourself?

I recommend Janet’s book to all new goat owners. Within a few chapters, you will feel more confident about keeping your goats healthy and will be excited to create projects such as goat milking stands, hay racks, feed supplements, and even goat playgrounds for health and mental enrichment.

Congratulations on goat ownership, and good luck with all things goat!

—Marissa Ames

Editor, Goat Journal magazine
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Disclaimer



While working on the projects in this book, we made certain variations based on our stalls and available materials. If you possess a basic knowledge of how to build framed structures, that will be helpful, but I have tried to make the instructions clear enough that anyone can complete the projects, even with no prior building experience. I have made every effort to give clear, detailed instructions, but we also believe in using what we have on hand rather than buying new materials for projects, and we encourage you to do the same. Look around your property. Do you have building materials that you can repurpose? Make do and reuse, but keep in mind that using different materials than are specified in the instructions may affect the final measurements. Please remember to always wear safety eye protection, gloves, and dust masks when appropriate.
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Kinder goats. Photo by Dillon Irwin.

No advice or idea stated in this work is meant to take the place of a licensed veterinarian caring for your goats. Before holistically treating any illness or injury, be aware that the supplemental care and first aid described in this book is in no way intended to take the place of veterinarian care.
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Introduction



Goats were among the first animals that humans domesticated. For over ten thousand years, goats have contributed to rural living and provided specialty and luxury products to the general population. Goats provide meat, milk, labor, and fiber. They are excellent companion animals, too, and add a certain element of fun to any backyard farm. Although they are considered livestock (and if you have more than a few, that’s how you will run your operation), they are also a lot like outdoor pets.

It’s hard to name another animal species that provides as much as goats can . . . all while keeping us guessing about the next adventure they have planned. You may end the goat-owning journey feeling as baffled by goats as you were on day one. They are mischievous and capricious creatures, but chances are, you will quickly start to file away important and practical caretaking info and methods as you live and learn together with your goats. There will be times you feel like throwing in the towel. Goats do that to a person. I encourage you at those points to keep going. Those disappointments will build your skills and knowledge if you let them.

Keeping goats housed, fed, and healthy can be done in quite a few creative ways! Goats are happy with simple structures, making them the ideal recipients of home built, do-it-yourself projects. They are just as content climbing on a half-buried tire as they are on a structure costing hundreds of dollars. I prefer to create from recycled materials and the scrap lumber pile, although I do come up with ideas while browsing the home improvement store, too.

At the other end of the spectrum are all the wonderful projects you can master because you have goats. From the food options in the meat and cheese categories, to the crafts you can create with the mohair fiber, to the creamy soap recipes you can try, goats have much to offer do-it-yourselfers.

Please keep in mind that goats are rough and destructive. I knew this, but inconveniently forgot it when starting a few of the projects for the book. Anything that the goats have access to should be built to withstand constant assaults, body slams, and head butts. Don’t worry, though. The destruction was a good reminder and all the projects in the book are designed with durability in mind.

What will you need in order to complete the projects in this book? A vision of what can be done with repurposed items will help. If you don’t have that gift, the step-by-step instructions will assist you. Grab a few common household tools—a hammer and a rechargeable drill driver or a pack of screwdrivers are a good start—and dust off your basic building skills and kitchen know-how. We are going on an adventure to create useable items that enrich your goats’ lives and make goat-keeping easier for you. From the kidding pen to the cheese plate, to gifts for family and friends, and products for your home, you’ll find lots of ideas.

I hope my book encourages you in your journey with goats. Keeping a species that has supplied us with countless years of milk, meat, fiber, and work is humbling. They can teach us many good lessons about animal husbandry. Goats keep us laughing, sometimes make us cry, and never stop trying to win us over with their antics. Because of all they have added to our farm over the years, along with the many frustrations, I think they deserve to have the best environment our farm can provide. It doesn’t cost much at all to complete the projects in this book. Care was taken to show possibilities for many different farm and homestead scenarios. Take a look at your scrap lumber pile and recycled building parts in a whole new way. Your goats will thank you.

Let’s get started!

Preparations

BEFORE YOU BUY GOATS


Before signing the papers to purchase any farm animal, including goats, make sure you are in the proper zoning for owning goats. It’s a sad day on the farm when you realize that you have to give up the goats because the neighbors are complaining to the zoning board. While you and I might have a hard time believing this, not everyone thinks owning farm animals, or living nearby those who do, is the best life. It’s better to skip the heartache and follow the rules. Remember, if owning farm animals is your goal, check that possibility when searching for a homestead site or new larger home with acreage. Owning a large parcel of land doesn’t automatically mean you can legally own livestock.

GETTING STARTED WITH GOATS


The first thing you will need when bringing home your first goat for the farm or homestead is . . . more than one goat! I never recommend that anyone buy more animals than they can comfortably handle and provide for. But in the case of herd animals, like goats, a single goat will be lonely. And unhappy. And will try to escape in order to find its herd.

Besides deciding how many goats to purchase, you should also think through your goals for goat ownership. Knowing what type of goat farming you want to try will help you answer the questions about fencing, housing, diet, supplies needed, and other preparations. Are you most interested in goats for their milk, meat, fiber, help controlling brush, or companionship?

Since goats have existed for centuries, there are many breeds and much mixing of breeds. If you’re purchasing goats for land clearing and brush eating purposes, the breed may not be a big factor, as pretty much all goats will happily clear your property of unwanted growth. If that is your goal for the goats, purchasing wethers (neutered males) will be your best choice economically.

The following six broad categories of goats will help you decide what breed is right for your homestead.

Dairy Breeds

Goat milk far outpaces cow milk in the world’s dairy supply. Statistically, up to 65 percent or more of the milk consumed worldwide comes from our caprine friends. In the United States, the percentage is lower, but it is rising. The five most popular dairy breeds are:









	
• Saanen


	
Olberhasli





	
• Toggenburg


	
Nigerian Dwarf





	
• Nubian


	
 









Keep in mind that the does will need to be dried off and then re-bred each year in order to continue the milk supply. This does not mean you need to keep a buck, but if you grow your goat farm to a significant size, it might be easier to keep the buck rather than borrow one for breeding season. Bucks bring their own challenges and needs. You can read more about this subject in Chapter 9.
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Nubian/Saanen doe. Photo by Victoria Young.

Fiber Breeds

Fiber goats produce mohair, which can be processed into soft roving and yarn. Angora goats, Pygora, Nigora, and Cashmere goats are all considered fiber goats and are primarily kept for the twice-yearly harvest of fiber. The renewable resource can bring extra income to your homestead or farm because mohair and cashmere are considered luxury fibers.

Fiber goats require the same care and housing as any other type of goat. They require dry housing just as dairy and meat breeds, especially during wet or cold weather. Their coats keep them warm, but they don’t shed water like a sheep fleece will. Goats will get wet, and then chilled, often leading to illness.

Angora goats produce mohair, which is often confused with the fact that angora rabbits produce angora fiber. The mohair of true angoras yields a soft, warm fiber sought by luxury markets.
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Angora goat. Photo by Mandi Chamberlin.

Cashmere goats are a type and not a breed, although many breeders have perfected breeding for the cashmere quality in their goat herds.

Pygora goats. Combining the best qualities of both the pygmy breed hardiness and the Angora goat fiber and temperament produced a small- to medium-sized goat capable of producing a twice-yearly clip of soft luxury fiber. Due to the breed background, Pygora fiber contains some guard hairs from the pygmy genetics that are preferably removed during processing or by hand.
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Pygora goat.

Meat Breeds

Meat breeds are gaining popularity in the United States. As a goat farmer, it’s important to accept that all goat breeds can be meat goats. If you are breeding, unless you have unlimited pasture and forage on your land, the excess male goats will need to be sold, or butchered for your own food. Breeding of any of the goat types will soon lead to overcrowding if you don’t have a plan in place to sell or process the offspring that don’t fit your goat goals. A dairy breed of goat will still yield a tasty meat product.
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Kinder goat. Photo by Dillon Irwin.

That said, the typical meat goat breeds produce muscle weight more economically than dairy breeds. The market for goat meat is good, and many ethnic populations seek quality goat meat for religious and cultural celebrations. Spend some time researching the goat meat demand and cultural market requirements for your area. Some require that the goats be a certain age, and neutered versus intact males, and the presence and absence of horns are also factors.

Boer. The boer goat breed originated in South Africa. Their high rate of gain and growth has made them a popular choice for goat meat in the United States and other countries. Their appearance is a stocky build, mostly white with brown accents. Boer goats are considered easy keepers for goat farmers and easily fit the needs of a smaller homestead operation, too.
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Boer goat. Photo by Fripp Family Farm.

Kiko. This New Zealand breed is gaining popularity due to its hardiness and meat quality. The Kiko is a result of crossing Saanen or Nubian bucks and wild goats, producing a goat that withstands varied climates and resists health issues.

Spanish. The Spanish breed has been in the United States since the early settlers arrived. Many breeds of goats have some of the Spanish breed influence as people traveled and interbred Spanish goats with other goat breeds being brought into the country from other areas.

Tennessee Fainting Goats. John Tinsley, a traveling goat owner, spread Tennessee fainting goats throughout the southern part of the United States during the nineteenth century. The goats became very popular due to the excellent reproduction rates and excellent meat quality. While there is a myotonic breed association with strict criteria, fainting goats can have a widely varied appearance. Being a Landrace and adaptable, you will find this breed ranging from 50 pounds to 175 pounds!

Kinder. The Kinder breed was developed more recently and is an American breed begun from necessity on a family farm in Washington state. The Kinder is a true dual-purpose goat, producing quality milk and meat. The result of breeding Nubian does with a Pygmy goat buck, the Kinder gained popularity for small farms that required milk that had high fat content for cheese, and fast growth for meat. Kinders are prolific non-seasonal breeders. Most breedings result in triplets and twins. Add to that a calm and happy goat nature and medium size and you can see why the Kinder breed is growing in popularity.
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Kinder goat. Photo by Dillon Irwin.


Brush/Land Clearing

Almost any breed of goat will be happy to help you clean up your yard of weeds and brush. Goats love to work this type of job and will reward you with a clean property. Caution should be used if you have limited fresh forage. Carefully check that the property does not contain potentially toxic plants in addition to the healthy forage. Goats will choose the best food but, when that is limited, they will eat the toxic plants too. Supplement with hay and remove the toxic plants the goats have access to.

Pack Goats

Any goat can be trained as a pack goat. The conformation will determine the success of each animal at carrying bags and supplies. Look for sturdy, well-built goats with a flatter back and strong legs. Training should start early but a true pack goat will not be ready to carry heavy weight for a few years. Conditioning your goat from an early age will train their bodies as well as their minds to the task. Goats won’t be able to pack as much as mules or donkeys, but they can be a viable animal especially in rocky mountainous terrain.

The same principles would apply to cart training. For centuries, goats have been used for pulling a cart of farm produce and even farmers.

Pet

I’ve never met a goat that wouldn’t want to claim pet status. Goats love to be spoiled and pampered. Caution with the larger breeds! They will still think they are lap goat–sized even when they are full grown.
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Photo by Mindie Dittemore.


What Are Wattles?

Wattles are fleshy appendages that hang from the neck or throat area of a goat. Occasionally they are found by the ears. They really have no known purpose. Some breeders cut them off soon after birth. Any breed can have wattles but not all goats have these interesting accessories!
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Wattles on goats.



Endangered or Rare Breeds

Choosing a goat breed is a challenge. With so many breeds available, even considering only the breeds in the United States, it’s a daunting task. What if you need a goat that fulfills more than one purpose on your homestead?

Breeds on the conservancy list can be great choices for a new goat owner who is unsure of their reason for keeping goats. Many breeds, such as the Arapawa, are perfect for a homestead, bringing excellent temperament, hardiness, milk, and meat to the deal.
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Arapawa goat. Photo by Michelle Nardozzi.

The livestock conservancy has gathered much information about known breeds of goats that are in danger of extinction or critical status. If any of these breeds are available in the area you live, this could be a great start for your goat keeping journey. You would also be helping a breed return to a recovering status.

The Arapawa. The Arapawa goat breed still lives on its original habitat, an island off New Zealand. Although it is a feral breed, it adapts well to domestication, has a steady, calm temperament, and can be kept for meat. The milk production has not been measured as a true dairy breed, but for a family’s use it is more than adequate. These animals are beautiful and a nice medium size for homesteaders. Arapawa goats are larger than pygmy goats and smaller than the full-size Toggenburgs. Since they have survived hundreds of years, their foraging ability is strong, and they possess great hardiness against disease.

The Arapawa goats have survived hundreds of years on the island, but now the New Zealand government feels the time is right to have them removed. The goats are in the right place at the wrong time. Tourism and farming are the primary economic interests of the island. Although the goats are not aggressive, feral goats wandering around and eating crops is problematic for the island’s current goals. Breed conservationists in the UK, USA, and New Zealand are working to get these native goats into safe breeding programs and preserve the breed. As a homesteading proponent and educator, I was interested in the breed. I reached out to a breeder in the United States for some firsthand knowledge.
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Photo by Michelle Fraser.

Michelle Nardozzi from Newbury Farms has added Arapawa goats to her family’s homestead. The goats produce milk for the family. (Goat milk is a wonderful alternative to cow milk for those with allergies, and for those of us who just prefer the creamy goodness of goat milk.) While the Arapawa isn’t a dairy goat in the same way the commercial dairy breeds are bred for production, the amount of milk more than fulfills the family’s needs.

In addition, Michelle is a breeder, working to increase the presence of the breed in the United States to keep the breed thriving. From a breed conservationist standpoint, it’s important to focus on the future of the breed. Choosing the best buck for the family goat yard is an important part of this plan. Currently, Phil, the resident buck, is doing his part to create cute kids. But as any good breeder knows, eventually Michelle will have to acquire another buck to keep the genetic lines healthy. The Arapawa is the most genetically distinct of the goat breeds.
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Arapawa goat. Photo by Michelle Nardozzi.

In addition to milk production, this breed is excellent at clearing brush and weeds on the homestead. As with most species, goat meat is an option, although the primary goals of the conservationist currently are to do careful breeding and increase the numbers. This breed kids easily with little to no assistance needed. That in itself is an excellent advantage for a new goat owner. The breeders are looking for people committed to furthering the return of the Arapawa breed. With approximately fifteen breeders available in the United States, this is an opportunity for the right farm to make a difference in the breed’s future while enjoying a hardy, parasite resistant, easygoing, small-sized goat. They are social and fun goats, and Michelle also stated that there are no aggression issues with her buck. Now that’s a great reason to further investigate this historic breed!

Of course, other critical status breeds exist and need conservation help. The San Clemente Island Goat is also a genetically distinct breed that went feral on an island off the coast of California. Although they look like a smaller cousin of the Spanish goat, they are not genetically similar at all. They are small but not a dwarf. They are hardy and considered a multi-use goat.

For more information, check for a breed association that can put you in contact with a reputable breeder. A friendly relationship with a conscientious breeder is valuable and many are willing to mentor you through the process, because they want the best for the breed.


How Many Goats Should I Start With?

One goat will not be a happy goat. Goats rely on herd mates to warn and relay danger signals. When they have no comfort from a herd, goats will feel vulnerable and stressed. Sometimes a lone goat will bond with a pony, horse, or sheep. This is, occasionally, a workable situation.
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While each property and owner will have certain limits on how many goats are a good size herd, I recommend starting with three. Two wethers and a milking doe gives you a good start, provides milk, and should something happen to one goat, you still have two to keep each other company. If you want to continue getting milk, you can choose to borrow a buck for mating or take your doe to the buck’s farm for a few weeks. Keep in mind that you will now be expecting one, two, or three additional goats to join your herd. Begin making arrangements or plans for keeping, selling, or somehow re-homing the weaned kids in the near future. That is, unless you are comfortable with a growing goat herd.
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